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US cities lead fight against graffiti 
Transit autlwrities in Philadelphia and Ne:w York have proved that the insidious 
wave of graffiti now menacing European metros can be beaten by a comprehensive 
programme embracing cleaning, policing and community education 
Vukan R Vuchic 
Andrew Bata* ffiN US transit experts in the
ly 1970s asked their European 
llcagues how they protected 
ir meticulously clean systems 
against graffiti, they were told, confidently, 
'that is prohibited here'. But now, in the late 
1980s, Paris, Hamburg, Miinchen, London, 
and even the Scandinavian metros are being 
seriously damaged by the graffiti plague 
which US metros have mostly conquered. 
SEPTA in Philadelphia and NYCTA in New 
York, which both suffered terrible graffiti 
problems a few years ago, have largely won 
the battle. 
It is surprising that many European transit 
experts fail to understand the seriousness of 
the graffiti problem and its consequences, 
and seem unaware of the North American 
successes in curbing this destructive phe­
nomenon. Although the graffiti epidemic in 
Europe is approximately equal to that in 
New York 10 to IS years ago, there is little 
willingness to learn from US experience. 
Graffiti is spreading to other parts of the 
world, too. San Francisco, Los Angeles, Rio 
de Janeiro and Sydney sec the problem 
intensifying. They still call it the 'New York 
fashion', despite the fact that graffiti and car 
murals are passing into history in New York, 
where the current fashion is for clean cars 
and newly painted stations. Truly, the 
situation has been reversed. 
* Vukan R Vuchic ,s Professor of Transport­
ation Engineering at the University of
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. Andrew Bata
is Manager of Rapid Transit Support Planning
for New York City Transit Authority
Ra//way Gazette lnternallonal January 1989 
The recovery of SEPTA and NYCTA 
from near total defacement by graffiti, dirt 
and ugliness to clean and decent systems is 
so remarkable that their story deserves 
careful attention from cities menaced 
by increasing problems of graffiti and 
vandalism. 
Graffiti arrives 
Around 1970, the introduction of spray 
paint cans coincided with a period of 
rebellious youth and the advent of the 
permissive society to allow the development 
of graffiti scribbling, particularly in East 
Coast cities such as Philadelphia and New 
York. Transit facilities, initially subway 
stations and then trains, were among the first 
targets. Operators attempted to clean their 
trains and stations from time to time, but 
Tolerated if not actvally applauded by the 
media, 'graffiti artists' displayed zeal that 
far outstripped the transit autlwrity's 
ability to combat the menace 
were gradually losing the battle. Finding 
chemicals and tools for effective cleaning 
received low priority as frequent financial 
crises squeezed resources. 
In desperation and helplessness as the 
entire urban environment slid towards in­
creasing ugliness, led by the transit systems 
whose strong image penetrated throughout 
the city, an interesting form of escapism and 
fake consolation arose. Opinions were voiced 
that graffiti was not important 'because it 
did no structural damage'. Media reports 
even gave these vandals and criminals who 
were destroying public property the 
complimentary name 'graffiti artists'. 
Anarchy, not art 
Frustration with the worsening deteriora­
tion of transit systems could not be covered 
by escapist explanations of the phenomenon 
as a 'symbol of our times'. Transit agencies 
eventually realised that the direct cost of 
partial cleaning was growing, ridership losses 
were becoming noticeable, and there was 
no way of offering the public an attractive 
system if everything was covered in scrib­
bles. The reason was clear: trains operating 
with graffiti indicate that something is wrong 
with the system, and that nobody cares. But 
attempts to clean cars and stations, and to 
By the end of last year, 94 per cent of the 
6 200 cars in NYCTA's fleet were being 
kept completely free of graffiti on an 
hour-by-hour basis 
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